Commonwealth Journal

#2007-38

Host:  Janis Pryor
Program:  Text4Deaf – Kerry Thompson, Tracy Wemett [pages 1-5]

Program:  Grassroots Journalism – Eesha Williams [pages 5-10]
Janis:  We all know about text messaging, this technology is now being used to bridge the worlds of the deaf community and the hearing community.  Join us on Commonwealth Journal as we tell you more about this and the realities of deaf culture in the hearing world.
Kerry:  Well, this technology is really rapidly growing fast for the deaf community, and it’s a great way for the deaf to communicate with the deaf, but it’s still a little lacking for the deaf to communicate with the hearing.

Janis:  Do you really believe everything reported by mainstream journalists?  What is it to be a truly objective reporter?  As reportorial objectivity a myth, and is the answer to all this something called Grass Roots journalism?  Can we trust that any more than we can trust mainstream journalists?  Join us for a conversation with journalist Eesha Williams, author of Grass Roots Journalism a practical manual.

If you are doing an article about a strike you should interview the company’s spokespeople as well as the workers.  Very often, mainstream media does not interview their workers when they’re covering a strike or other union issued.  They’ll just interview a union spokesperson, and the company’s spokesperson.
Janis:  That’s all ahead on Commonwealth Journal produced on WUMB Radio, with support provided by Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts.  I’m Janis Pryor.

Janis:  Thank you for joining us on Commonwealth Journal.  Our guests today are Kerry Thompson, spokesperson for Text-4-Deaf, and Tracy Wemett, the publicist, for Text-4-Deaf.

This innovation has significant implication for both the deaf community and the hearing community.  Broadening the use for technology, Text-4-Deaf is becoming another contemporary tool for the deaf community.  It presents one more challenge to the perception and definition of disability, and Text-4-Deaf can become a bridge; connecting the hearing world and the deaf world.  The advent of this device also invites us to learn and understand the differences and similarities between the culture of the deaf and the hearing world.
Kerry, Tracy, thank you once again for joining us.  Let’s jump right in and address some of the basics of this program.  What is Text-4-Deaf, what service does it offer, and how is it different from ordinary text messaging?
Tracy:  Text for deaf is actually a service that can be found online, and it’s a website users can go, both deaf and hearing, and send and receive text messages to any cell phone.  The new capability is that it can go to any cell phone, and the recipient on the cell phone or PDA can actually reply back; so your getting into a two way conversation.  Kerry and I often communicate with text messaging and this has been a great tool to be able to use the keyboard and to be able to utilize texting while I’m on the computer.
Janis:  The two of you have been friends for a long time as I was reading in the background material.  I’d like to know how you guys designed this Text-4-Deaf device.  How did it start?  Where is it now? What makes it go?

Kerry:  I think that we have been formulating over the last few years but we never had an outlet to try to get the idea out there.  I’ve always told Tracy about my experience, and just being a deaf person trying to make it out there, in the hearing world.  I told her my frustration with using the phone, many times I’ve asked her to listen to my voicemail because I can’t just pick it up and press it against my ear and listen to it.  Tracy had been working with somebody, and the idea came out there, and she thought this would be a great service for the deaf, and this is exactly what Kerry has been talking about, and how Kerry has been explaining her frustration with the technology out there for the deaf, and so the idea just kind of – just everything fell in place after I found –
Janis:  Blossomed.

How has technology changed the deaf culture?

Kerry:  Well, technology is really rapidly growing fast for the deaf community, and it’s a great way for the deaf to communicate with the deaf, but it’s still a little lacking for the deaf to communicate with the hearing.  So the hearing community isn’t very familiar with the technology.  So sometimes they’re a little alienated when they used some of these technologies.  So we’re trying to make Text-4-Deaf using the technology that the hearing community is very familiar with, and having that to bridge the communication gap with the deaf community, and I’m trying to think of some other technology.  They have video phones, where people can sign through a video, and that’s how they can communicate through the phone.  So that could work with a hearing person, but the hearing person would also have to have a video phone on their end.  They wouldn’t have to sign, but you’d have to hope that the deaf person can read lips of the person on the video, and most deaf people rely heavily on sign language.  So, video phone is a great thing within the deaf community, but it’s something that can’t quite reach over to the hearing community.
Janis:  You know what this implies about the gap between the deaf and the hearing world, and as I was reading through the material last night I kept coming into the phrase of deaf culture – the deaf culture.  Can you tell us what the deaf culture is, and what are the components of the deaf culture?

Kerry:  Deaf culture is really the heritage, what many deaf people feel is preserving the heritage.  Deaf culture is not saying, I have a disability, deaf culture says I am what I am.  They don’t see themselves as someone with a disability, they see themselves as just somebody who’s black, or somebody who’s from Mexico; it’s not a disability, it’s an ethnic sort of speak.  The components are really difficult to define, and honestly, I’m a little outside the deaf culture because I grew up in a hearing world, and I have hearing parents.  Deaf culture is very much a community, and lots of deaf people tend to stay within their deaf community, and they have a language, and that’s another thing, and that’s another reason why they consider themselves a culture, because they have their own language, we have our own language – 
Janis:  What is that language?

Kerry:  ASL, American Sign Language.
Janis:  What happens then when hearing people can’t sign, don’t want to learn how to sign.  I mean, it’s tough enough getting the country to adjust to the fact that we may have to become bilingual, so we’re saying, ok become bilingual and oh for by the way our deaf citizens, you now have to learn how to sign.  How are you overcoming that barrier in terms of helping hearing people learn that maybe there’s something they have to do to balance out that distance between the hearing world and the deaf world?  What responsibilities do I have as a hearing person?

Kerry:  Well, first of all, you should never be afraid to ask the deaf person what they prefer, “how can you help them?”  That’s a great way to start, by just simply asking the person, “how can I help you?”, “how can I communicate with you?” A lot of times people are afraid to do that, and therefore they won’t even try to communicate, which is obviously the biggest barrier if you don’t try.  Although, many deaf people – there are so many different forms for each person; how they communicate.  I can use American Sign Language, I can use Signed English, I can lip read, and I sometimes prefer to take notes.  So it depends on how well I can understand the other person.  Hearing people speak differently.  I’m from New Orleans, so that’s a different way of speaking than people in Boston, so it takes a little time for me to adapt to the way people in Boston speak.  So that’s another element.  But really, when you talk to a person who has a hearing impairment, you just ask them how can I help you.  If they say I can read lips, I’m fine.  A lot of times there are people who can say, “I can read lips, and that should be enough”.
Sometimes you can talk a little slower because that helps with making the lip movement understandable.  Another thing, people misunderstand that they should talk louder, louder is irrelevant if you can’t hear sound to begin with [laughter].  And sometimes, talking louder over exaggerates the lip movement.  So a deaf person can have – inside their mind laughing at you.  So try not to talk too loud [laughter].  You can make hand gestures but I find sometimes that people think hand gesture is really sign language, and they try to think, I’m moving my hands the way that actually somebody else would do sign language.  Nope that’s pointless.
Janis:  It doesn’t work, it doesn’t work.

If you’ve just joined us, we’re with Kerry Thompson, spokesperson for Text-4-Deaf, and Tracy Wemett, publicist for Text-4-Deaf.

You know what I’m also interested in, because the issue of a deaf culture I find fascinating?  What would happen, for example, if I woke up tomorrow morning and was completely deaf?  How would that change my world? How would it change my perception of what’s going on, and what might it feel like?
Kerry:  That’s difficult for people that become deafened later on.  Their strike isn’t that I’m now a minority or something.  They think, well something happened to me and caused me to lose one of my senses, and they see this as something that needs to be fixed.  That’s one thing.  Another thing is probably, how can they incorporate themselves into deaf culture.  Many people in deaf culture are the ones from birth, or from a very young age, or have parents who are deaf, and so they’ve been kind of adopted into the community.  Somebody who much later in life became deaf – that’s a grey area for them to try to figure out how to fit in.  I think that most of the time you will find people in the deaf culture sympathetic, and say, I understand.  Maybe they’ll try to teach them a little bit of sign language, but you have somebody who doesn’t rely on lip reading, that doesn’t know how to sign, and those are the very elements of communication with the deaf, so that would be a very unfortunate thing, but I think people on both sides would be very willing to help you and figure out how – everything is just – you need to keep trying and trying until you find what works for you in terms of communication.
Janis:  Ok.  I’ve read also that being deaf, whether it’s from birth, or an early age or later as an adult, something happens and you lose your hearing creates an incredible sense of isolation from the rest of the world.  Could either one of you speak to that one a bit and sort of flesh out what that means in terms of isolation from the rest of society.
Kerry:  Well, we live in a hearing society, so there’s a natural isolation that takes place. When you meet up with someone you’re clearly lip reading or your clearly signing and their hearing person, and they end the conversation with I’ll call you later, or I’ll leave you a message.  It’s a habit with how we communicate; we communicate audibly.  So even when we’re in the midst, surrounding ourselves with other deaf friends and family we still fall back into this way of communication.  So, it’s a matter of the hearing community being aware and educated that there about thirty-million hard of hearing of hearing people in this country.  There’s one-million very deaf people in this country, and a lot of our hearing impaired friends have a hearing parent.  There’s about eighty percent on average that have at least one hearing parent. So if you isolate yourself into a deaf only community or if your hearing and you isolate yourself into a hearing only community your missing out on a whole other group of people, either family members, or friends, or co-workers, fellow students, that you’re not learning from, that you’re not growing from, and so it’s really a matter of both sides.
Janis:  I’m hoping that the service that you have invented, developed, through technology, Text-4-Deaf, will be one of those bridges for both sides to learn about the other.

Kerry, in the best of all possible worlds what’s the ideal culture for the hearing and the non-hearing?  What would that world look like?
Kerry:  It would be great if there was one language that everybody could understand, it would be great if people could have one way of communicating.  That would be great.  So whether you’re a non-native English speaker, or if you’ve known English since you were a baby.  It would be great if everyone in the world, all around the world could just speak one language, and probably communication in the national scene would be so much better for that.  No wars, and I think there aren’t many barriers, but I think many of these barriers come from prejudice, and they come from misunderstanding, so if everybody could just think of themselves as walking in someone else’s shoes and try to understand where that person is coming from; that could remove a lot of barriers.  If people could just be more considerate.
[Music]
Janis:  I want to thank you for taking the time to join us today.  Our guests were Kerry Thompson, spokesperson for Text-4-Deaf, and Tracy Wemett, publicist for Text-4-Deaf.  For additional information, you can go to their website at text 4 deaf dot com and four is the number four.  If you’d like a transcript of this show please go to our website, commonwealth journal dot org.
[Music]

Janis:  Thank you for joining us on Commonwealth Journal, our guest today is author and journalist, Eesha Williams, who has written “Grassroots Journalism, A Practical Manual.”  His book has been described as “An alternative model for journalism that promotes social change, and encourages a conscious active journalism that starts and ends with real peoples lives.”  This sounds like a total contradiction of the definition of journalism.  How do you define Grassroots Journalism?

Eesha:  Well, I guess it is a contradiction if you look at what Mainstream Journalism is, which in my view is kind of top-down; it often focuses on what President Bush is doing or what business leaders are doing, and too rarely does it look at what’s happening in ordinary people’s daily lives and so Grassroots Journalism is again, about what ordinary people are doing, working people, eighty percent of Americans are working people who have to work for a paycheck, but so often you read in the New York Times or hear on CNN about a business news, you hear constantly about how the Dow Jones industrial average is doing even on NPR, but very rarely do you hear for example that if you join the union you’re going to make thirty percent more money on average in the United States.  Average workers make thirty percent more, about ten thousand dollars more a year when they belong to a union.  When was the last time you heard that on CNN or Fox News?—whereas you hear about the Dow Jones industrial average every five minutes.
Janis:  Right, so one of the features that distinguishes Grassroots Journalism has to do with where you focus, or who you focus on.  Are there any other qualities that distinguish it from Mainstream Journalism?
Eesha:  Definitely, the goal in my opinion, I argue this of course, you know people will disagree with a lot of what I am going to say today, but the mainstream media generally tends to advocate passivity in my opinion; they don’t want people getting riled up.  The owners of major media companies, which are also owners of some of the biggest corporations like General Electric, which owns NBC, Disney – they generally don’t want workers getting into unions, going on strike to raise their wages because these companies are themselves employers, they benefit from having lower wages rather than higher wages. Similarly, with the environment, a newspaper like the New York Times or the Boston Globe, a major part of their business expenses is buying newsprint, so they don’t want stricter laws that will protect forests and drive up the cost of newsprint. There’s advertisers – major advertisers – or the auto industry, the oil companies. Again, they don’t want better public transportation or higher taxes on gas to pay for better public transit. So: in general the owners of media companies, their interests coincide quite closely with the major advertisers and they don’t want people organizing for the environment and for labor rights.
Janis: So you’re advocating that people become involved through Grassroots Journalism because the reporting is going to focus on their needs as opposed to mainstream journalism?

Eesha:  That’s exactly right and these companies that advertise Coca-Cola, Nike – the biggest companies in the world – spend millions of dollars a year on newspaper ads, on TV commercials, even on public radio underwriting messages, and they expect to get a return for that investment. They don’t do it just because they want to support NPR or give their money to the New York Times; they do it because they expect people will act differently, that ordinary people who read the newspaper, who watch TV news will do things differently based on what they see and hear, and I agree I think that’s true, and I give examples in the book of real-life cases where Grassroots Journalism did influence people, did make a difference and had resulted in practical improvements in the quality of people’s daily lives.
Janis:  Eesha, how does this journalism – Grassroots Journalism – reflect upon the qualities of “objective reporting”? I’ve always been told that “objective reporting” is good reporting. Is that also a myth?

Eesha:  No. I think that objective reporting is a good goal to shoot for. It’s a good objective to be an objective reporter. Obviously, I think any journalism professor, any newspaper editor will tell you it’s probably impossible that all reporters, all editors have their personal biases. But, I write in the book that I think it’s a good idea to be objective as a journalist, meaning you should interview both sides. If you are doing an article about a strike, you should interview the company spokespeople, as well as the workers. Very often mainstream media does not interview the workers when they are covering a strike or other union issue. They’ll just interview a union spokesperson and a company spokesperson so I advocate interviewing the workers. Same with the environment: if you’re doing a story about a protest against a new coal power plant being built you should interview both sides. If you’re a grassroots journalist you should interview the company that’s proposing the plant, as well as the activists protesting against it. If you are interested I can give a couple of the examples –

Janis: Sure.

Eesha:  briefly, to make it a little less theoretical and more practical.
Janis:  Fine, go right ahead.

Eesha:  One of the examples is from back in the 1980’s, a Shoreham nuclear power plant on Long Island in New York. Long Island, for people who aren’t familiar with it, is about 120 miles long, about 15 miles wide and it’s home to 8 million people. Long Island Lighting Company, which was the utility there in the 1980s, was building a nuclear power plant right in the middle of the island. There’s several problems with it; any nuclear power plant has a problem with nuclear waste, which is the deadliest material on Earth and there’s no real plan on how to deal with that and it’s very costly to store that waste to protect it from terrorists. It has to be stored for 100,000 years, believe it or not. The other problem in the case of Long Island was that there was no evacuation routes off the east ends of Long Island and off the west end of Long Island there’s only bridges and tunnels going into New York City, which are often backed up with traffic jams, even on normal circumstances. So in the case of a nuclear emergency there would have been a lot of problems. It would seem to anyone that this was a bad idea for Long Island. However, the New York Times and Newsday, the two big papers on Long Island, were very pro-Shoreham, very much in support of the idea of this nuclear power plant in their editorials, but also in their news coverage, and I discuss that in the book and give examples. So, the alternative to that were these small local weekly newspapers on eastern Long Island, and one that I look at in particular is called East Hampton Star. It’s been owned by the same family for over a hundred years, and there was one reporter there in particular, named Karl Grossman, and he took kind of the opposite tack from the New York Times and Newsday where they were quoting President Reagan – at then the president of the United States – his Energy Secretary, saying how great Shoreham would be, quoting government officials, industry spokespeople, saying Shoreham would be a great thing for Long Island.  He interviewed the Grassroots activists who were protesting against it.  He did articles about protests, eventually on June third, 1979 there was the biggest protest in the history of Long Island where fifteen-thousand people came, seven-hundred were arrested for non-violent civil disobedience.  The New York Times covered it the next day on page one, but before that they had never covered this upcoming rally and by contrast East Hampton Star and Karl Grossman had been covering it for weeks - giving readers the reasons why people might want to attend, how to attend, where it would be, how to get there, and so on.
Janis:  Eesha, what is it in that reporters training that allowed him to pursue this story in that way as opposed to the way that New York Times and Newsday pursued this story?

Eesha:  Part of it was Karl Grossman’s training and his perspective on the world: he believed in the environment, he told me when I interviewed him that his parents had always taken him on camping trips so he really felt strongly about the environment, he grew up in the city, but part of it is like I mentioned quickly the owner of the East Hampton Star was a local family.  They themselves lived on Eastern Long Island. If there had ever been a problem at this nuclear power plant they themselves would have had no way to evacuate, except by boat or by plane – there’s no roads off the east end of Long Island.

Janis: They were directly invested in what happened in other words.
Eesha: That’s exactly right and that’s just one example. There’s other cases Janis, in the book for example, just more recently in 2005 in St. Petersburg, Florida there was a Wal-Mart being proposed. They already had several Wal-Mart’s, but there was another one being proposed, this one on a wetland that was home to endangered species, and the big Corporate Daily, The Tampa Tribune, and to a lesser extent the St. Petersburg Times were quite positive about this idea, but the local alternative radio station – the call letters are escaping me now, but it’s in the book – they did very critical coverage and looked at some of the problems with putting this Wal-Mart on this wetland and people turned out. Eventually 600 people showed up to a public hearing that lasted for like eight hours, 90% of the people speaking against it and eventually this Wal-Mart was stopped and the wetland was protected. This happens again and again, and that radio station was controlled by a local, it was a non-profit organization like most NPR affiliates—this was not an NPR affiliate, it was a Pacifica affiliate—but it was controlled by local people who are elected, who live in the town and like in the case of Shoreham, I argue that it makes a difference who owns and controls the media outlet. If they live locally they’re going to want to do that kind of journalism.
Janis: If you’ve just joined us we’re talking with journalist and author Eesha Williams, who has written Grassroots Journalism: A Practical Manual. It advocates a new kind of community journalism that shows people how to actively engage in public issues and thereby make a difference in the quality of their lives and the world. Eesha along with the ideology of objective reporting, there’s also the quality of a reporter being neutral, and how neutral is any reporter?
Eesha: I don’t think anybody can really be neutral. It depends on the issue you are covering, but this Grassroots Journalism, my book - there’s more information about Grassroots Journalism dot o-r-g, on the internet – I argue that local journalism is the most important kind for journalism students, anyone who may want to be a journalist, anyone who even wants to write a letter to the editor (that’s journalism), that local issues are what are most likely to get people active. For one thing, national issues, international issues, the war in Iraq: very important. But to many people it seems overwhelming, whereas the local school where their children may go, getting a decent budget so they can hire more teachers and have smaller class sizes - that’s something that may seem more manageable, maybe more approachable, for someone who’s never before been involved in public life. So for a journalist – to answer your question – if the journalist works for a local newspaper, say (where I live in Brattleborough, Vermont) the Brattleborough Reformer daily newspaper, if you’re a reporter there, if your kids go to the school, you realize that the class sizes are huge; the teachers can’t even remember all the kid’s names.   Maybe you won’t be that neutral, but I don’t think that’s necessarily a bad thing. The owner of the paper (Brattleborough Reformer just as an example), the owner lives in Colorado, he’s a multi-millionaire: Dean Singleton. He owns dozens of newspapers. He probably doesn’t have as much of an invested interest in improving the schools in Brattleborough as the reporter does. Similarly, he may have strong interest in not angering his advertisers. Again, the auto industry, the real estate industry; they may not want new parks created, open space protected, they may want to sell houses, sell house lots—the auto industry, the local car dealers may not want taxes raised on gas or on car sales to pay for public transit. So: I would argue that the owner is not neutral and that has an effect too, which is maybe not as helpful as having the local reporters, who may not be neutral either.
Janis: How can Grassroots Journalism be applied to some of those bigger, more overwhelming issues? You mentioned Iraq; that’s certainly comes to mind. It’s more obvious from my perspective how Grassroots Journalism can be a powerful tool, say, in the rising number of foreclosures that are going on across the country. But when it comes to international issues, is there a place for Grassroots Journalism?

Eesha: Definitely. The reason I don’t talk about that in my book is that my experience, I was a reporter at the Brattleborough Reformer daily newspaper and at Northeast Public Radio in Albany, New York, and my experience was with local journalism, so I wrote about what I knew. There’s wonderful books about national/international journalism that made a difference: Stories That Changed America, edited by Karl Jensen, Shaking the Foundations, edited by Bruce Shapiro – those are both compilations of muckraking and like Rachel Carson, with Silent Spring, The Pentagon Papers with Richard Nixon – examples of journalism that made a difference on the national/international stage. But, to answer your question more directly: most Americans don’t vote, at least in congressional elections and presidential elections about half of eligible Americans don’t bother to vote. What that tells me is that they don’t feel like they can make a difference; they don’t feel engaged in public life and so I think the first step to get people engaged in big issues, like global warming or like the war in Iraq, is to get them involved in local victories like protecting a piece of open space, like they did in St. Petersburg, Florida stopping that Wal-Mart. Once people see that kind of victory, that it can make a difference for ordinary people to get involved in public life, then I argue there more likely to get involved in the bigger national issues.

Janis: Is your book exclusively for journalists or those who want to be journalists?
Eesha:  Well, that’s certainly the audience I wrote it for, who I had in mind, but I was surprised when I’ve gone around the country on a book tour. I’ve done a lot of talks at bookstores in California and New York, all over the country, and I’ve found that the people who come generally are not journalists and not even aspiring journalists. They’re more just people who are really upset with the state of the American media; they feel like it’s not doing what the media is suppose to do. It’s just promoting the status quo, promoting passivity instead of promoting activism in democracy.

Janis: Is there anything you would like to add?   
Eesha:  No – just thank you so much! Those were wonderful questions and it really was a pleasure speaking with you. Thank you.

Janis:  Thank you very much.

[Music]
Janis: Our guest was Eesah Williams, journalist and author of Grassroots Journalism: A Practical Manual. For more information on how to obtain this book, you can go to Dollars and Sense dot org.
[Music]

Janis: Commonwealth Journal is a weekly production of WUMB-FM Radio at the University of Massachusetts Boston. Support has been provided by Blue Cross Blue Shield of Massachusetts. Remote recording facilities provided by Armadillo Audio Group in Pelham, Massachusetts. Our engineer is Dave Palmater; our researching assistants are Collin Leslie and Clinton Christian; Nathan Bae Kupel is our Assistant Producer; and our Executive Producer is Patricia Monteith.  You can reach us a (617)287-6917 or on the web at commonwealth journal dot org.  From Commonwealth Journal, I’m your host Janis Pryor.  Thanks for listening, and tune in next week for Commonwealth Journal.
[Music: Fading Out]
